Pre-school curriculum
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Since 1999 pre-school establishments have been following the educational guidelines of ‘A Curriculum Framework for Children 3 to 5’. Recently the Scottish Education Department has introduced A Curriculum for Excellence (ACfE).
The staff at The Secret Garden have worked closely with the four capacities of ACfE: successful learner, effective contributor, confident individual and responsible citizen to devise a unique outdoor curriculum: the Nature as Teacher Curriculum. This curriculum aims to nurture and support the development of the inspired, creative child and the confident, happy child within the natural environment. The curriculum will be piloted in 2008/2009, with opportunities for parents, staff and children to offer feedback and ideas as to how it should be developed further.

In this transitional phase of introducing ACfE in Scotland many staff and parents knowledge and understanding of the curriculum in pre-school care and education is through the 5 key areas of the 3 – 5 Curriculum Framework. Below is our understanding of how The Secret Garden integrates some of what we do within the natural, woodland environment through these key areas.
Emotional personal and social development

With the benefit of wilderness and space each child has opportunities to make choices as to how to interact with others: alone, in pairs or as part of a larger group. They are able to retreat to their own world, possibly quietly in a tree or hiding in the undergrowth, or step out into the larger group activity. The child has time and space to reflect on their own experience. We have found that each child takes ‘the lead’ at some point: be it in choosing a special place to go in the woods, or initiating an activity once in the woods. Some favour particular activities such as sawing and they know to ensure that we have the correct tools before setting out to the woods. This develops their independence, self esteem and confidence; their understanding of their own preferences and needs and how to ask for them to be met. 

Communication and Language

Talking is an important part of journeying, the banter of travellers describing their progress, what they see and interact with on the way. On our walks into the woods much is seen and commented on, no journey being the same, despite travelling the same path. There are favoured places with favoured stories, retold day after day, the children taking part and interacting, taking the story away to bring about new endings. There is mimicry of the sounds of the birds and animals; there is repetition of our own words and sounds, rhythms and rhymes. There is a need for clear descriptions to take us to our destination, finding the way. 

We have tools to make marks with, woodland resources to mark the way, dust and mud to write in. We talk about the need for signs to warn people of dangers or help them to understand. We use books to identify birds and creatures, plants and fungi, take a favourite story to be read in a favourite place. We have drawing and writing materials for exploration for the written and pictorial moments.

Knowledge and Understanding of the World

Being out in all weathers develops a deep understanding of what the world is really about. We can meet and greet each day differently because the circumstances are rarely the same. The children learn how to make the best of each day by finding the most favourable spot in the wood and then interacting with that place, developing their own sense of place, confidence and understanding in this part of the world, developing a sense of respect and care. Using their senses leads to their own discoveries and learning of this natural world: trees, plants, grasses, birds, animals, sights, sounds, smells. The basic need for food, shelter and warmth can drive their play: building and sharing homes, using natural resources to create comfort, initiate ways in which to keep warm, forage for wild food, make pretend of all the other foods they could have. They learn what tools are used for which tasks and what the rules are to keep them safe within this spacious environment. There is a woodland of problems to be solved: tree fallen over path, den blown down, can’t find the perfect spot from yesterday, and there are many ways to interact, search, negotiate, work together to solve them.

Expressive and Aesthetic Experience

Within the natural environment the Inspired Creative Child has a freedom of expression. All around are resources that can be utilised to create, demonstrate, manipulate and integrate into play. Opportunities for role play, reality or fantasy based, takes on a new meaning when the child can make use of a space the size of a bus without impeding anyone else’s play. As the location of discovery changes so does the desire to create something different. The ‘guggle’ factor for the child, working alone or with others, demonstrates the development of creativity and concentration, the smallest detail in a creation becomes sacred, leading to a sense of wonder and continued inspiration. As we wander through the woods we enjoy the sound of song, our own musical creations with instruments collected on our travel, drumsticks and logs make our percussion band, grass whistles our own calls.

Physical Development and Movement

When a child first comes to the SG there is a period of adjustment as they watch what the other children can do and what they as yet don’t have the physical ability to do: march into the woods with no sense of weariness, clamber trees with no assistance, strong legs, upper body strength developed from pulling upwards, an agility as they avoid obstacles on the forest floor, an awareness of rabbit holes and other ‘traps’. If the child embraces the style of play at the SG in no time they’re developing their own physical stamina and individual perseverance and resilience; still unable to get high into the tree but knowing that it takes time, effort and hard work. An element of risk taking may be needed and in doing this another level of physical and emotional competence is achieved. The woodland environment offers scrambling and balancing structures in abundance, opportunity to work individually or in groups, assisting progress or simply focusing on one’s own skill and sense of achievement.
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